ABSTRACT
IMPLICATIONS FOR NEW ACCOUNTANTS
The most widely sought credential is the CPA license so a job in public accounting is still the most attractive starting point for most new graduates. While some states do not require experience in public accounting as a requirement for licensure as a CPA, the experience received as a tax accountant or auditor is important to longterm career success. More opportunities, and more variety of opportunities, will be available with the CPA license.
Students who start their careers in public accounting should make sure to obtain the required experience and pass the CPA exam before leaving public accounting. While it is still possible to pass the exam after leaving public accounting, the motivation and support to pass the exam may diminish so passing the exam as soon as possible is important. Not being certified can make for an uncomfortable interview when you have been an accountant in public accounting and a member of the accounting profession for a number of years and are not yet certified. Another person with similar experience and a CPA license will most likely receive the opportunity.
The second most highly sought credential is the Master of Business Administration (MBA) degree. This credential may not be necessary if you spend your whole career in Accounting but those who want to move into areas of Finance, Operations and General Management will find this advanced degree helpful in advancing their career. One recent study indicates that 4 out of 5 accountants who leave public accounting take positions in corporate finance (Stuart, 2006) . Students in states who have implemented the 150 hour requirement may have an advanced degree already but if not, the MBA is a highly sought after degree that will help in future job searches.
Other specialty certifications that may not have been seen 15 years ago are becoming more widely known and sought by employers. A number of high quality professional certifications and specialized degrees are available for accountants who choose to have careers in internal audit, systems auditing, forensic auditing, financial planning, and taxation. These certifications or specialized degrees may be appropriate for individuals who have an interest in a specific niche of the accounting profession or individuals with a special technical interest.
IMPLICATIONS FOR COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES
This data indicates the marketplace values both the CPA designation and an MBA degree. The conventional wisdom still holds true that students should get licensed as a CPA and obtain an advanced business degree to maximize their future employment opportunities. Due to different work experience requirements within each state, students are able to obtain their license through a variety of ways but starting in a public accounting firm still seems to be the most conventional way for most students to obtain their CPA license for a variety of reasons. Colleges that place significant numbers of students in public accounting should make sure they stay close to changes in the public accounting profession and continue to provide quality graduates and quality service to the public accounting firms that recruit on their campuses.
Colleges implementing the 150 hour requirement should make sure the extra 30 hours give students the skills traditionally acquired in an MBA program as this will help in subsequent career changes. As more states implement the 150 hour requirement and significant numbers of graduates obtain masters degrees other than an MBA it will be interesting to note how the market values these degrees in comparison to an MBA.
Students who do not wish to go in public accounting and become a CPA should be encouraged to pursue an MBA degree. Undergraduate curriculum should be set to easily transition students to an MBA program. This will require undergraduates to take courses which typically waive introductory MBA courses and colleges to set up articulation agreements with MBA programs either in house or at another institution.
Additional certifications and licenses seem to have an important niche market and students interested in these markets should be encouraged to pursue the designations. Programs having large numbers of students that do not pursue the CPA route can consider designing their curriculum to allow students entry into these areas of the profession.
REQUIREMENTS FOR PROFESSIONAL CERTIFICATIONS
Exhibit 1 details the requirements to obtain the certifications identified in the paper, the sponsoring organizations, the website for the organizations and an estimate of the number of professionals who currently hold the particular designation.
ACCOUNTING DESIGNATIONS
The Certified Public Accountant (CPA) designation is the oldest accounting certification and the most widely recognized. The CPA is both a certification and a license and is granted by one of the 50 states, District of Columbia, Guam, Puerto Rico, or the Virgin Islands. The CPA license is required for an individual to provide attest services and also allows a CPA to practice before the Internal Revenue Service. Certification requirements depend on the state, but generally require either a bachelors or a 150-hour degree, passing the uniform CPA exam, and obtaining work experience emphasizing. In most states continuing professional education is required, including some hours regarding the Standards of Professional Conduct.
The Institute of Management Accountants sponsors the Certified Management Accountant (CMA) for individuals engaged in accounting and financial management. The certificate has an education and work experience requirement, require passing a two-part exam and require 30 hours of CPE per year, including two hours in the area of ethics. 
AUDITING DESIGNATIONS
The Institute of Internal Auditors offers the Certified Internal Auditor designation (CIA) for individuals who desire a career in internal audit. The designation requires a bachelor's degree from an accredited college-level institution; two years of work experience with the ability to waive one year depending on the level of degree or work experience, passing a four-part examination, and 80 hours of CPE every two years.
One of the most widely recognized providers of Forensic Accounting Certifications and Continuing Professional Education courses is the Association of Certified Fraud Examiners, an organization of 36,000 licensed members established in 1988, which offers the Certified Fraud Examiner (CFE) designation. The CFE designation positions candidates as leaders in the anti-fraud community and specialists in the prevention and detection of fraud (Klein, 2003) . One unique feature of the CFE designation is that a college degree is not an absolute requirement for achieving the designation; a combination of work experience and other professional designations can substitute for formal education.
The AICPA Vision Project identified the information technology area as providing excellent opportunities for CPAs. (AICPA, Vision Project) Among the services that properly trained CPAs can offer are expertise in information technology security, the delivery of turn-key information technology systems, and consulting in the growing internet-based business-to-business (B-2-B) and business-to-consumer (B-2-C) distribution channels.
One widely recognized credential in this area is the Certified Information Systems Auditor (CISA) sponsored by the Information Systems Audit and Control Association. The CISA designation was started in 1978 to recognize the holder's status as a qualified computer auditor, control and/or security professional. As of 2008, the designation was held by over 55,000 individuals and requires passing a four-hour examination, having five years of relevant work experience and obtaining 120 hours of CPE during a fixed three years.
SUMMARY
Students today are faced with careers that may span 40 years and include multiple employers and job responsibilities. Educational institutions need to be aware of the marketplace demand for various certifications and credentials so they can advise students properly and plan their curriculum accordingly. Students need to be aware of the choices they make today and the affect those choices may have on future career opportunities. 
